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Cooperating Agencies 
Were it not for the cooperation of many agencies in the public and private 
sector, the research efforts of The University of Kansas Institute for Research in 
Learning Disabilities could not be conducted. The Institute has mainta i ned an on -
going dialogue with participating school districts and agenci es to give focus to 
the research questions and issues that we address as an Institute. We see t his 
dialogue as a means of reducing the gap between research and practice. This 
communication also allows us to design procedures that : (a) protect t he LD 
adolescent or young adult, (b) disrupt the on-goi ng program as l i ttle as possible, 
and (c) provide appropriate research data. 
The majority of our research to this time has been conducted i n school 
settings in both Kansas and Missouri . School districts in Ka nsas which have par-
ticipated or currently are participating in various studies include: Unified 
School District (USD) 437 Auburn- \>lashburn; USD 384, Blue Valley; USD 204, Bonner 
Springs; USD 308, Hutchinson; USD 500, Kansas City ; USD 469, Lansing; USD 497, 
Lawrence; USD 453, Leavenworth; USD 480, Liberal; USD 233, Olathe; USD 290, Ottawa; 
USD 305, Salina; USD 450, Shawnee Heights; USD 512, Shawnee Mission; USD 464, 
Tonganoxie; USD 202, Turner; and USD 501, Topeka. Interlocal agencies in Kansas 
which have participated include: the Central Kansas Cooperative in Education, 
Salina; t he East Central Kansas Special Education Cooperative, Paola; and the South 
Central Kansas Special Education Cooperative, Pratt. Parochial schools involved in 
our studies include: Bishop Miege High School, Shawnee Mission; Bishop Ward High 
School, Kansas City, Kansas; and o•Hara High School, Kansas City, t~issouri. The 
Kansas State Department of Education also has been helpful in our research efforts . 
Studies are also being conducted in several school di st ricts in Mi ssouri, 
including Center School District , Kansas City; t he New School for Human Education, 
Kansas City; t he Kansas City, Mi ssouri School Distri ct ; t he Lee!s Summi t School 
District; the Raytown School District; and the Schoo l Dis t rict of St. Joseph. 
In addition, school districts in Beaverton, Oregon; Del t a County, Co lorado; 
Elkhart, Indiana; Houston, Texas; Jonesboro, Arkansas; Montrose County, Col orado; 
Omaha, r~ebraska; and Ottumwa, Iowa, have also participated in our st udies. The 
Iowa Department of Public Instruction also has been he l pful in our research effort. 
Agenc ies currently participating in research i n the j uvenile justice system 
are t he Overland Park, Kansas Youth Diversion Project ; the Douglas, Johnson, 
Leavenworth, and Sedgwick County, Kansas J uvenile Courts; and t he judicial district 
serving the Pittsburgh-Parsons, Kansas area. Other agencies which have partici -
pated in out-of-school studies are: Penn House and Achievement Place of Lawrence, 
Kansas; Kansas State Industrial Reformatory, Hutchinson, Kansas; the U. S. Mili-
t ary; and Job Corps. Numerous employers in the publ ic and private sect or have also 
aided us with s tudies in emp loyment. 
Whi le the agencies mentioned above allowed us to contact i ndividua l s and 
support ed our efforts, the cooperation of those indiv id ual s--LD adolescents and 
young adu l ts; parents; professionals in education, t he criminal justice system, t he 
business community, and the military--have provided t he valuable data for our 
research. Ou r sincere appreciation is expressed to all those who have contri -
buted i nf ormation to our research ef fort. Th is i nforma tion 'r'l i ll assi st us i n our 
researc h endeavors that have t he potentia l of yi el ding greates t payoff for i nter-
vent ions wi th t he LD adolescent and yo ung ad ult. 
Abstract 
Reports of studies of ratings of written products have indicated that 
teachers are more strongly influenced by errors in such formal features as 
spelling, punctuation, and grammar than by complexity of sentence structure or 
organization of content. The purpose of this study was to isolate specific 
formal features to determine which of seven features contributed most to 
teachers' ratings, and to learn whether secondary teachers of core subjects 
would disregard gross errors of spelling and mechanics if they were told that 
paragraphs had been written by learning disabled students. 
Thirty-five teachers of English, social studies and science from ten 
schools ranked sets of paragraphs written by learning disabled (LD) students. 
Each set contained the student's original version plus s~ven versions mani-
pulated to correct errors of spelling, grammar or mechanics or to increase 
length or complexity of sentences. Results were similar when data were com-
pared for the total group of teachers and for five subgroups formed according 
to teaching experience or subject manner. All ranked as best the version of 
each paragraph on which spelling had been corrected, and as worst the original 
version. All but English teachers ranked as second best the version on which 
length of sentences had been increased. Findings suggest that teacher demands 
for formal writing skills hold for LD students; that is, spelling errors will 
not be overlooked and teachers will expect elaborated sentences. Results have 
implications for setting priorities for writing instruction in secondary 
learning centers. 
Introduction 
Limited research among chiefly elementary students has revealed signifi-
cant differences between learning disabled (LD) and achieving students on 
formal features of written expression such as productivity, syntactic struc-
ture, conventional usage, spelling and the mechanics of punctuation and capital-
ization (Myklebust, 1973; Poplin, Gray, Larsen, Banikowski & Mehring, 1980; 
Poteet, 1979; Weiner, 1980). LD groups have earned significantly lower scores 
regardless of whether the investigation employed a contrived format (Bader, 
1971; Poplin et al . , 1980) or analyzed elicited writing samples (Myklebust, 
1973; Poteet, 1979; Weiner, 1980) . 
In a detailed analytic comparison of elicited writing samples from learning 
disabled and achieving groups in grades 7 through 10, Moran (1981a) confirmed 
significant differences favoring achieving students but also identified a pre-
viously unreported similarity between LD writers and achieving writers. As 
measured by conventional grammar and usage, spelling, and mechanics and by 
productivity in terms of mean morphemes per T-unit, differences favoring 
achievers were significant at less than the .01 level. Inspection of sentence 
structure further revealed that LD students wrote ten times as many run-on 
sentences and three times as many fragments as did achievers . On the other 
hand, when the sentence construction was analyzed in T-units disregarding 
conventional boundaries of a capital letter and a period to mark sentences, 
the LD group wrote the same percentage of complex combinations of independent 
and dependent clauses as did the achieving group. 
When Moran (1981b) compared the same LD writers with a group of low 
achievers--students who earned grades of D or F in core subjects but demon-
strated average intelligence and had not been classified as handicapped--
errors in mechanics and grammatical conventions were similar across the groups 
but spelling performance was significantly lower in the learning disabled 
group. Therefore, spelling emerged as the formal feature which presented a 
greater problem for LD writers than for either achieving or low-achieving 
students. 
Reports of investigations of teachers' ratings of written products have 
indicated that teachers are strongly influenced by errors in such formal 
features as spelling even when they have been instructed to rate only on the 
basis of the content of the student's work. Scannell and Marshall (1966) 
asked 165 prospective teachers to grade five different forms of a 12th-grade 
history examination paper by responding only to the content of the answer. 
Analysis revealed that the mean rating for a control form of the paper which 
was free of "gross errors" of punctuation, grammar and spelling (p. 126) was 
higher than the means for each of four other forms of the same answer which 
contained, respectively: (a) 10 punctuation errors, (b) 10 grammatical errors, 
(c) 10 spelling errors, and (d) 5 errors of each type. Differences from the 
control form reached significance for the form containing ten spelling errors 
and for that containing five errors of each type. The researchers concluded 
that "misspellings bias the grader ' s assessment of the quality of the answer . 
II (p. 129) • 
Similar investigations have confirmed the power of formal features to 
affect ratings . Nold and Freeman (1977) demonstrated that college instructors 
assigned higher ratings to written products free of gross spelling and mechan-
ical errors than to papers incorporating greater syntactic rna turity. The 
relative influence of syntactic maturity and mechanics on public school teachers' 
ratings was analyzed by Stewart and Grobe (1979) for 150 teachers over 2400 
student compositions from grades five, eight and eleven. Results demonstrated 
that the length of the composition and freedom from spelling errors accounted 
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for approximately 25% of the variance in the ratings. Such measures of syntactic 
maturity as words per T-unit, words per clause, or clauses per T-unit accounted 
for only 10% of the variance at grade five, and contributed virtually nothing 
to the prediction of quality rating at grades eight and eleven. Grobe (1981) 
replicated the study with similar results. 
In a comparison of observed teacher ratings with teachers• self-reports 
of the criteria they considered important in grading essays, Harris (1977) 
analyzed results from ratings of 12 student themes by each of 36 high school 
English teachers . The teachers were asked to evaluate the themes using their 
customary practices, to rank the papers from best to worst, and then to complete 
a questionnaire designed to elicit their judgments about how the evaluation Df 
student writing should be conducted. According to the self-reported judgments, 
content was considered the most important factor in evaluating the quality of 
papers . However, analysis of their actual rankings revealed that the criteria 
which teachers consider important may not influence them when they evaluate 
papers; results showed an inverse relationship between the criteria they 
verbalized and the criteria they appl .ied. Of more than 7000 annotations made 
on the papers by the 36 teachers, 66% pertained to Mechanics and Usage, 14% to 
Dict ion and Appropriateness of Expression, 12% to Sentence Structure, 4% to 
Content, and 4% to Organization. Harris further found that among teachers 
with an average of 12 years• experience, " ... the longer the teacher teaches, 
the more sensitive she or he is likely to become to errors in mechanics and 
usage and in sentence structure" (p. 179). 
A number of studies thus have indicated that formal features of spelling, 
punctuation, grammar and usage influence teachers ' ratings more than do content 
and syntactic maturity. However, the studies do not clearly reveal whether a 
single feature such as spelling, which Moran found significantly lower among 
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LD writers as compared to both achieveri and underachievers, influences ratings 
more than do other features of correctness. 
The purpose of this study was to isolate specific formal features to 
determine which of seven features contributed most to teachers' ratings. The 
study was further designed to determine whether secondary teachers of core 
subjects would disregard gross spelling errors if the teachers were informed 
in advance that the paragraphs had been written by learning disabled students. 
Results were expected to guide the relative emphasis to be placed upon in-




The 35 secondary teachers who rated student paragraphs were drawn from 
comprehensive high schools. Forty teachers of English, social studies and 
science for grades 7 through 12 in five school districts were given letters of 
informed consent and asked to participate in the study; all teachers who 
signed the letters were accepted as subjects·. The teachers reported experience 
ranging from one year to thirty-four years, with a mean of eleven years. The 
sample included 15 English, 12 social studies and 8 science teachers . 
The 14 learning disabled students who wrote the paragraphs which were 
manipulated for this study had participated in a previous investigation for 
which the paragraphs had been generated (Moran, 1981a). The students had been 
validated as learning disabled by a team consisting of two experienced secondary 
LD teachers and two school psychologists. The 14 papers used in this experiment 
were randomly selected from a pool of 26 which had been employed in the earli er 
study. The writers ranged in age from 12 to 16 and were enrolled in grades 7 
through 10 in four schools in two districts. 
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Setting 
Teachers were drawn from both public and private schools--eleven from one 
public suburban building, seventeen from two private suburban schools, and one 
each from seven different urban public schools. All buildings were within a 
midwestern metropolitan community with a population of approximately one 
million. Twenty-eight teachers completed the experimental task in the library-
media center of their own building at the end of the regular school day. The 
seven teachers from scattered buildings were asked to complete the task in a 
university classroom after a regular school day. 
Stimulus Materials 
The written products employed in the experiment were 14 paragraphs which 
had been written by learning disabled subjects for an earlier exper iment 
(Moran, 1981a). Paragraphs were comparable in length, as the subjects had been 
instructed to write "at least six sentences" and all were written on the 
topics of sports, popular music , or current social issues such as the roles of 
women and the energy crisis (Moran, 1981a, p. 8). 
Each paragraph was typed using the student's own words, but errors were 
manipulated to control the number of each type of error in accordance with 
findings for the LD group in an earlier study (Moran, 1981a). Although the 
range among the LD group in the previous study had been 3 to 26 spelling 
errors, the scores had clustered between 7 to 14 errors. Therefore, the 14 
paragraphs were manipulated to include 7 to 14 spelling errors in each. Each 
paragraph included one or two run-on sentences, and one or two groups of words 
punctuated as a sentence but lacking either a subject or a predicate. Two or 
three plural, possessive, tense or degree markers were omitted on nouns, verbs 
or adjectives. Each paragraph included two or three failures of number agreement 
between subject and predicate or pronoun and referent. Periods, commas or 
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apostrophes were omitted or used incorrectly three to five times per paragraph; 
two or three capitalization errors were present. The 14 paragraphs were typed 
without indentation and r.ight margins were uneven. The student's vocabulary 
and organization of sentences were retained. This version of each paragraph 
was labelled the Original and became the basis for further manipulation (see 
Appendix). 
Each of the 14 Original versions was manipulated to correct one type of 
error in each of seven additional versions. The label applied to each version 
and a description of the modification follows: 
Spelling -All spelling errors were corrected; other errors remained . 
Length - Two adjectives, two adverbs, and one prepositional phrase 
were added as modifiers where appropriate, to increase the 
length and elaboration of some of the sentences. Vocabulary 
items were drawn from papers written by LD students. 
Sentence 
Structure- Fragments were given a subject or a predicate or were incor-
porated · into the preceding or following sentence. Run-on 
sentences were separated after each T-unit if there was 
no coordinating conjunction present, or after two T-units 
which were joined by a coordinating conjunction. Punctuation 
and capitalization were not changed beyond the initial capital 
letter and period for sentence boundaries. 
Complexity-Approximately half the sentences in the paragraph were 
Topic 
changed to complex sentences by embedding or subordinating 
present simple sentences or adding a subordinating conjunction. 
- The first sentence of the paragraph was rewritten as a topic 
sentence or, if not suitable, a topic sentence was added as 
the first sentence of the paragraph. Inserts were brief, 
simple sentences. 
Inflections/ 
Agreement- Inflectional endings for plurality, possession, tense, and 
degree were added where missing. Word endings were changed 
to make subject and predicate agree in number. Pronouns 
were changed to agree in number with referents. 
Mechanics- The paragraph was indented. Margins were straightened . 
Periods, commas, and apostrophes were added or deleted as 
appropriate. Missing capital letters were added and un-
necessary capital letters were deleted. Fragments and run-on 
sentences were not changed, however; their punctuation and 
capitalization remained as in the Original. 
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Each of the seven versions of the paragraph was typed and photocopied 
along with the Original . The order of the eight versions of each of 14 para-
graphs was then randomized by using a system of random numbers. After the 
eight versions had been randomized within each paragraph set, copies of the 14 
sets of paragraphs were placed in random order on a table. Since each teacher 
was to be asked to read seven sets, these sets were randomly picked from the 
14 sets on the table and placed in manila envelopes. That is, each of 35 
envelopes contained seven paragraph sets randomly drawn from 14 sets; each set 
included eight randomly distributed versions of a paragr~ph. 
In addition to the paragraph sets, each envelope contained a Paragraph 
Rating Form (See Appendix). A number identifying each set of paragraphs in 
that envelope was placed on this form in pen so that each teacher could record 
the ranking of each set s/he read. Each version of a given paragraph was 
marked with a two-letter code typed in the upper right-hand corner to identify 
each version of the paragraph within each set. The Paragraph Rating Form was 
designed to provide a written summary of the rankings assigned to each of 
seven sets of paragraphs by a single teacher . 
In addition to the paragraph sets and the rating form, stimulus materials 
included two versions of a Teacher•s Self-Report: Criteria for Writing Eval-
uation. A longer version, with a list of items labelled A through N, included 
the seven formal features manipulated in the study, plus seven features not 
included in the study. A shorter version, with items labelled A through G, 
listed only the features manipulated in the paragraph-rating task (see Appendix). 
Procedures 
Before the envelopes containing the paragraphs were distributed, teachers 
were instructed that they were to assign rankings to sets of eight different 
versions of paragraphs which had been written by learning disabled students. 
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Teachers were directed to use the criteria they use in their own classrooms 
and to decide within each set which of the eight versions was the best, second 
best and so forth. They were instructed to assign a rank of 1 to the best 
version, and 8 to the lowest-quality paper. It was suggested that teachers 
should spread out the papers on the library table available to each of them. 
Teachers were asked to take out only one set of eight versions at a time, and 
to place a paper clip on each set after it had been RANKED. Teachers were 
told that they could take a short break individually if they wished, but that 
they were not to discuss the paragraphs with one another. They were asked to 
complete the Paragraph Rating Form upon completion of ranking all seven sets. 
The envelopes were then distributed, with a supply of lead pencils. 
Teachers were permitted to work at their own pace, with no time limit. The 
time used to complete the task ranged from approximately one hour to one hour 
and forty-five minutes. 
As each teacher submitted the completed Paragraph Rating Form and the 
envelope containing the paragraphs, s/he was given the long version of the 
Teacher's Self-Report which was then completed at the teacher's table without 
consultation with others. When that form was submitted, the short version was 
administered. Upon completion of this final task, each teacher was given an 
honorarium of $10.00 cash for the time spent on the experiment. 
Data were compiled for the total group of 35 teachers, for 20 teachers 
reporting teaching experience of 10 years or less, and for 15 teachers reporting 
teaching experience of more than 10 years. Data were also compiled to yield 
ratings separately for 15 English, 12 social studies and 8 science teachers. 
Research Design 
The Friedman two-way analysis of variance by ranks (Siegel, 1956) was 
used to test hypotheses that mean ranks would not differ across eight versions 
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of the same paragraph. Alpha level was set at .01 . The Kendall Rank Cor-
relation (Siegel, 1956) was used to determine the degree of relation among the 
sets of ranks. 
The following hypotheses were tested: 
I. Mean ranks will not differ as ranked by 35 teachers. 
II. Mean ranks will not differ as ranked by 20 teachers with 
10 years• teaching experience or less. 
III. Mean ranks will not differ as ranked by 15 teachers reporting 
more than 10 years• teaching experience . 
IV. Mean ranks will not differ as ranked by 15 English teachers. 
V. Mean ranks will not differ as ranked by 12 social studies 
teachers. 
VI . Mean ranks will not differ as ranked by 8 science teachers. 
In addition to the statistical tests, data were tabulated and inspected 
to reveal similarities and differences in ratings by subgroups formed accord-
ing to teaching experience and subject taught. Observed rankings by 35 
teachers were compared with self-reported data from 35 teachers by inspection 
of tabulated data . 
Results 
Results were similar when data were compared for the total group and for 
five subgroups formed according to teaching experience or subject matter 
taught. The total group of 35 teachers and each of five subgroups ranked as 
best the version of the paragraphs on which spelling had been corrected, and 
they assigned the lowest rating to the original, the version which retained 
all errors and had not been manipulated to increase length or complexity of 
sentences . 
In addition to demonstrating exactly the same highest and lowest rankings, 
the total group and all five subgroups also assigned the second-lowest rank 
(second-worst paper) to the version on which only mechanics had been corrected, 
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and the third-lowest rank to the paper on which inflections and number agreement 
had been corrected. However, differences occurred in the rankings for versions 
which varied the length, complexity, or correctness of sentence structure or 
the presence of a topic sentence. 
All Teachers 
Results of comparisons of mean ranks for eight versions of the paragraphs 
by the total group of 35 secondary teachers of core subjects are shown in 
Table 1. The Friedman two-way analysis of variance indicated that mean ranks 
differed significantly. A test of the overall significance of differences 
between means, the Friedman statistic does not allow for inferences regarding 
specific pairwise comparisons. 
Table 2 permits inspection of the comparative mean ranks assigned by the 
total group of 35 teachers. The version demonstrating corrected spelling was 
assigned a mean rank of 2.71, followed by increased length at 3. 34, corrected 
sentence structure at 3.71, increased complexity at 3.77, addition of a topic 
sentence at 3.80, correction of inflections and agreement at 5.11, correction 
of mechanics at 5.80, and the original version at 7.31. The range of rankings 
indicates that the top three versions were ranked from 1 to 6, with others 
ranging from 2 to 8. 
Less Experienced Teachers 
Comparison of mean ranks across eight versions of the paragraphs for 20 
teachers with ten years• experience or less yielded significant differences, 
as shown in Table 3. As illustrated in Table 4, the order of ranks was exactly 
the same for this subgroup as for the total group. However, the ranges of 
ranks assigned differed for the four lowest-ranked versions of the paragraphs. 
More Experienced Teachers 
Mean ranks for teachers with more than ten years• teaching experience 
differed significantly, as shown in Table 5. Inspection of Table 6 reveals 
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that mean ranks for this subgroup differed from those for the total group and 
for the subgroup of teachers with less experience. The more experienced 
teachers placed the version with the topic sentence inserted higher than 
versions with corrected sentence structure or increased complexity of sentence 
structure. In common with both the total group and the less experienced 
teachers, however, the more experienced teachers ranked as best the version on 
which spelling had been corrected and as second best the version on which 
sentence length had been increased. 
English Teachers 
Comparison of mean ranks for 15 English teachers yielded significant 
differences as shown in Table 7. Inspection of Table 8 discloses that English 
teachers ranked corrected sentence structure higher than length of sentences . 
However, with the exception of the reversal of the positions of sentence 
structure and length, the English teachers ranked the papers as did the total 
group of 35 teachers. In common with teachers of social studies and science, 
then, English teachers considered spelling more important than length, correct-
ness or complexity of sentences. 
Social Studies Teachers 
Results of statistical comparison of mean ranks for 12 social studies 
teachers are shown in Table 9. Differences were again significant. Inspection 
of Table 10 indicates that social studies teachers ranked corrected spelling 
and increased length in the first two positions, as did the total group. 
However, in contrast to English teachers, social studies teachers ranked 
complexity of sentence structure in third position and presence of a topic 
sentence in fourth position, both above sentence structure, which was ranked 
second by English teachers. The mean rank assigned by social studies teachers 
for the version on which spelling had been corrected was higher than the rank 
assigned by English teachers or by the total group. 
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Science Teachers 
Comparison of mean ranks for eight science teachers yielded significant 
differences, as shown in Table 11. Again, spelling and length occupied the 
first two positions, followed by the topic sentence in third position, com-
plexity in fourth, and sentence structure in fifth position (see Table 12). 
Summary of Results for Observed Data 
Results of comparison of mean ranks using the Friedman two-way analysis 
of variance (Siegel, 1956) revealed that 4ifferences were significant at less 
than .01 for the total group and for five subgroups. All 35 teachers of 
secondary core subjects, 20 teachers who reported 10 years' teaching experience 
or less, 15 teachers who reported more than 10 years' teaching experience, 15 
English teachers, 12 social studies teachers and eight science teachers ranked 
the version in which spelling had been corrected as the best of eight versions 
of 14 different paragraphs generated by learning disabled students. The total 
group and all subgroups placed the original version of the paragraph, on which 
all errors remained and for which length of sentences, complexity of sentence 
structure and the topic sentence had not been modified, in the lowest position 
in the rankings. 
Results of Self-Reported Data 
An analysis of self reports by 35 teachers of secondary core subjects 
indicated that teachers profess to consider sentence structure the most important 
factor of several formal features of written language. The teachers indicated 
that the second most important criterion was the use of a topic sentence, 
followed by correct inflections and number agreement, mechanics, and spelling. 
Sentence complexity and sentence length were ranked almost the same, in sixth 
and seventh positions. 
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Self-reported data are contrasted with observed data in Table 13. Ratings 
of eight versions of 14 paragraphs written by learning disabled students 
placed the versions on which spelling had been corrected in first position, 
indicating that teachers most frequently rated that version as the best when 
they were respondi ng to actual written products . Teachers' self-reports that 
they respond primarily to correctness of sentence structure and presence of 
topic sentences were at variance with their observed response first to spelling 
and second to length of sentences . 
Results for the longer version of the self report, which included features 
not manipulated in the teacher rating study, are shown in Table 14. When given 
the opportunity to react to substantive features of written expression such as 
organization, appropriateness to the assignment, vocabulary, use of detail 
sentences, reasoning and originality, teachers gave higher r'atings to some of 
these features than to the fonnal features represented in the observed data 
and in the shorter version of the self-report instrument . 
When 14 variables were assigned rankings for the longer self report, 
organization was placed in first position, followed by appropriateness for the 
assignment and reasoning. However, two of the fonnal features, sentence 
structure and topic sentences, tied for fourth position. 
The two features which had been placed in first and second positions by 
the teachers ' actual ratings of the LD students' paragraphs occupied lower 
positions i·n the self-reported data. Spelling, in first position for all 
observed rankings, was fifth in the shorter self report and ninth in the 
longer self report. Length of sentences, which was second in five of six 
observed rankings, was in seventh position on the short self report and in 
last position on the longer self report. With eight positions possible on the 
short report, the rank assigned to spelling differed by five positions and 
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that assigned to length by six positions between the observed and self-reported 
data. On the longer version of the self report, with fourteen positions 
available, the rank assigned to spelling differed by nine positions and that 
assigned to length of sentences by thirteen positions as compared with the 
observed data. 
Discussion 
Results support a conclusion that the rank assigned to different versions 
of paragraphs written by learning disabled students varies according to the 
version of the paragraph being rated. Ranking results further indicate that 
correct spelling is the formal feature of written language that is most highly 
valued by 35 teachers of core subjects, regardless of years of teaching exper-
ience, and by subgroups of English, social studies and science teachers, 
though teachers profess to attend to sentence structure and topic sentences. 
Results are in accord with findings by Scannell and Marshall (1966) for 
165 prospective teachers, who rated papers with correct spelling significantly 
higher than papers with spelling errors. Placement of the version on which 
length of sentences had been manipulated confirms Stewart and Grobe•s (1979) 
findings for 150 teachers for whom length was a significant variable. Observed 
ranking of sentence structure modifications consistently below spelling and as 
low as fifth position for two subgroups confirms the latter researchers• 
observation that measures of syntactic structure do not hold a priority position 
in teachers• judgments of quality of written products. 
Interpretation of the comparative placement of spelling and mechanics of 
indentation, margins, punctuation and capitalization is rendered ambiguous 
because of differences in classification in this study as compared with earlier 
studies. Although the finding that teachers in this study ranked mechanics as 
the least important feature appear to contradict Harris' findings that mechanics 
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influenced teachers more than any other feature, this comparison between 
studies cannot be made because Harris (and other earlier researchers except 
Scannell and Marshall) included both mechanics and spelling in the same category. 
We do not know, therefore, how teachers in most of the earlier studies would 
have ranked spelling separately from mechanics. For this reason, although 
mainstream teachers in this study placed little importance on mechanics of 
indentation, margins, punctuation and capitalization, we cannot infer that 
their behavior differed in this respect from that of teachers in earlier 
studies. What we can infer is that learning disabled students are less likely 
to be penalized for such errors of mechanics than for spelling errors. 
Results of observed rankings by secondary teachers of core subjects tend 
to confirm that they are influenced more by formal features of spelling and 
sentence length than by measures of syntactic maturity such as correctness of 
sentence structure or complexity of sentence structure. Therefore, it can be 
inferred that teachers would not overlook spelling errors or unelaborated 
short sentences even if learning disabled students demonstrated in the same 
paper that they could write complex T-units. The finding that LD students can 
write complex T-units in the same proportions as achieving students (Moran, 
198la) does not mean that mainstream teachers will interpret that skill as a 
strength when assigning grades to written work. 
In addition to the finding that teachers consider length of sentences 
more important than either correctness or complexity of sentence structure, 
the result that teachers do not value use of inflections for plurality, posses-
sion, tense or degree was unexpected . Since omission or misuse of these 
inflectional markers makes written language appear infantile and since such 
errors are commonly associated with nonstandard grammar, teachers could be 
expected to respond to them. On the other hand, such markers do not contribute 
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a great deal to the intelligibility of the language. Therefore the ranking 
may mean that teachers could understand the paragraphs even though these 
markers were not correct, while other features interfered more with intelligi-
bility. 
Results of self-reported data for the total group indicate that teachers 
may not be giving their students correct feedback on written work. Students 
may be draw{ng incorrect inferences about teachers • priorities . If teachers 
are telling students that they most highly value correct sentence structure 
and the use of topic sentences, as indicated by their responses to the shorter 
form of the self report, students cannot be expected to intuit that they will 
in fact be graded on the basis of correct spelling and length of sentences. 
When teachers• stated criteria are at variance with their practices, students 
could be expected to experience frustration and loss of motivation for improve-
ment . The finding that the teachers• observed and self-reported rankings are 
not in accord confirms the results reported by Harris (1977) for 36 English 
teachers. 
Results for specific subgroups revealed minor differences. Teachers with 
less experience were more influenced by sentence structure than by topic 
sentences . The relative influence of these two measures was reversed for more 
experienced teachers. This finding and the placement of Mechanics for both 
subgroups contradicts Harris' (1977) statement that more experienced teachers 
are especially influenced by such formal features. 
The finding that English teachers are more conscious of sentence structure 
than are social studies or science teachers is an expected result . The higher 
mean rank assigned to spelling by social studies teachers may suggest that 
attention to the correct spelling or even direct copying of terms and names 
from textbooks may have particular value in those classes . 
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Although no subgroup ranked papers in the same order as the self-reported 
criteria, the English teachers• placement of sentence structure and the science 
teachers• placement of topic sentence in second position suggests that these 
teachers may adhere more closely to self-reported criteria than do social 
studies teachers. 
Results of observed data indicate that correct spelling is the strongest 
writing demand of core teachers in secondary school settings. Therefore, 
instruction in spelling strategies and provision of direct spelling aid during 
the composition process should assume first priority if students are to be 
successful in mainstream English, social studies or science classes. 
Findings from this study further imply three major modifications for 
instruction in written expression in LD resource rooms. First, students must 
be taught to proofread their own papers using a systematic approach to catch 
spelling errors. If an LD student does not profit from instruction in proof-
reading his own work, an alternative strategy of exchanging papers so that 
peers proofread for one another should be instituted. Top priority should be 
placed upon helping students recognize errors and make corrections in spelling 
before papers are submitted to core teachers. 
Second, students must have access to a set of reference materials which 
would allow them to correct their spelling without teacher assistance. Since 
dictionaries may appear formidable and LD students• lack of alphabetizing 
_skills may make them difficult to use, a list of frequently used words in 
writing such as that developed by Hillerich (1973) or by Dolch (1955) could be 
copied and placed in each student•s notebook for ready reference. In addition, 
textbooks or other sources used for preparation of written assignments should 
be available when students are writing so that the glossary can be consulted 
for correct spelling of terms and place names . 
Third, systematic elaboration of noun phrases and verb phrases should be 
part of the language instruction program in resource rooms. A previous in-
vestigation (Moran, 198la) revealed that LD students use adjectives and pre-
positional phrases in noun phrases, and adverbs in verb phrases, less fre-
quently than do achieving students. The finding that such elaborations contri-
bute to teachers' judgments of quality of written paragraphs argues for directly 
teaching LD students to enrich their writing by employing such modifiers more 
frequently. 
Although the sample size for this study was considerably smaller than 
that for comparable studies, with the exception of the Harris investigation, 
results confirm that teachers are influenced by some of the same factors when 
rating the writing of learning disabled students as were teachers in earlier 
studies when rating the work of randomly selected students including achievers . 
It could be speculated that teachers in the present study rated mechanics as a 
very low priority because they took into account the difficulty of such features 
for learning disabled students. However, the unwillingness to overlook spelling 
errors indicates that there are specific limits on their tolerance for problems 
which might be associated with learning disability. Since Moran (1981b) and 
Deshler, Schumaker, Alley, Warner, & Clark (in press) established that spelling 
errors discriminated learning disabled students from both achieving students 
and low achievers, there is clearly a serious discrepancy between the demands 
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ANOVA for Mean Ranks by the Total Group 
f_ Statistic Probabi 1 ity Kenda 11 .r_ 
126.25 0.000 .51 
Table 2 
Mean Ranks for 35 Teachers of Secondary Core Subjects 
Version ~~ean Rank Range 
Spelling 2.71 1 - 6 
Length 3. 34 1 - 6 
Sentence Structure 3. 71 1 - 6 
Complexity 3.77 2 - 6 
Topic Sentence 3.80 2 - 7 
Inflections/Agreement 5.11 3 - 7 
Mechanics 5.80 3 - 8 
Original 7.31 4 - 8 
Table 3 






F Stati sti. c 
73 . 90 
Probability Kendall r 
0.000 . 53 
Table 4 
Mean Ranks for 20 Teachers with Ten Years' Experience or Less 
Version Mean Rank Range 
Spelling 3.10 1 - 6 
Length 3.45 1 - 6 
Sentence Structure 3.45 1 - 6 
Complexity 3.55 2 - 6 
Topic Sentence 3.85 2 - 6 
Inflections/Agreement 4. 95 3 - 6 
~1echan i cs 5.85 4 - 8 
Original 7.35 6 - 8 
Table 5 







Probability Kenda 11 1: 
0.000 .53 
Table 6 
Mean Ranks for 15 Teachers with More Than Ten Years' Experience 
Version Mean Rank Range 
Spelling 2.20 1 - 6 
Length 3.20 2 - 6 
Topic Sentence 3.73 2 - 7 I 
Complexity 4.07 2 5 
Sentence Structure 4.07 2 - 6 
Inflections/Agreement 5. 33 4 - 7 
Mechanics 5.73 3 - 7 
Ori gina 1 7.26 4 - 8 
Table 7 















F Statistic Probability 
58.87 0.000 
Table 8 













1 - 6 
1 - 6 
2 - 5 
2 - 5 
2 - 7 
4 - 7 
4 - 7 
7 - 8 
Table 9 











f. Statistic Probability 
45.19 0.000 
Table· 10 










Kenda 11 .r. 
.54 
Range 
1 _. 5 
2 - 6 
2 - 6 
2 - 6 
2 - 6 
3 - 7 
3 - 8 
6 - 8 
Table 11 

































1 - 5 
1 - 6 
2 - 6 
2 - 5 
2 - 6 
4 - 7 
4 - 7 
4 - 8 
Table 13 
Comparison of Observed and Self-Reported Data for 35 Teachers 
Version Observed t~ean Rank Self-Reported Mean Rank 
Spelling 2.71 4.28 
Length 3.34 5.43 
Sentence Structure 3.71 2.26 
Complexity 3. 77 5.31 
Topic Sentence 3.80 2.69 
Inflections/Agreement 5.11 4.00 
Mechanics 5.80 4. 06 
Table 14 
Self-Reported Data for 14 Variables by 35 Teachers 
Variable 
Organization 
Appropriateness for the Assignment 
Reasoning 









Complexity of Sentence Structure 
Length of Sentences 
















Sample Paragraph--Original Version 
Soccer is when you kick a ball threw a gale 
to skor. Kick ball is most play the same 
way . In Kick Ball you gats two team one team 
is up to kick and the other is outfield. 
The objek to the game for the bating team 
to kick the ball as far as they can they run to for 
base to skor After three outs it is the other teams turn 
to bat. In soccer you try to kick it to the close 




Paragraph Rating Form 
Directions: Read each set of eight paragraphs one set at a time. Using your 
best judgment, arrange the paragraphs in ranked order from best 
quality to poorest quality . Record your ranking for each para-
graph by writing the paragraph code found in the upper right 
hand corner of the paper next to the rank number which corre-
sponds to your arrangement . Rank l for the best quality , 8 
for the poorest quality. 
Set Set Set Set 
1. 1. 1. 1. 
2. 2. 2. 2. 
3. 3. 3. 3. 
4. 4. 4. 4. 
5. 5. 5. 5. 
6. 6. £. 6. 
7. 7. 7. 7. 
8. 8. 8. 8. 
Set Set Set Set 
1. 1. 1. 1. 
? .... 2. 2. 2. 
3. 3. 3. 3. 
4. 4. 4. 4. 
5. 5. 5. 5. 
,. 
o. 6. 6. 6. 
7. 7. 7. 7. 
8 . 8. 8. 8. 
School -------
Subject ______ _ 
Years Taught -------
Teacher's Self-Report: Criteria for Writing Evaluation 
Directions: Listed below are possible criteria used by teachers to evaluate the 
quality of and assign grades to written assignments. Rank each 
criterion according to how important it is in helping you assign a 
grade to a student's writing. The most important basis for your grade 
should receive a rank of 1; the 1 eastlmportant should receive a ·rank 
of l· -· · 
A. Mechanics: 
8, Spelling: 
c-. Sentence Structure: 




f. Sentence --- Complexity: 
G. Use of Topic 
--- Sentences: 
Student correctly uses punctuation, capitalization, in~ 
dentation. 
Student spells words correctly. 
Student writes in complete sentences; doesn't use run-on 
sentences or fragments. 
~tudent correctly uses plural and tense endings; maintains 
subject-verb number .agreement and pronoun-referent number 
agreement. 
Student increases sentence length by adding adjectives, 
adverbs or prepositional phrases to simpie sentences. 
Student writes complex sentences by adding dependent 
clauses to simple sentences. 
Student uses topic sentences summarizing main ideas to 
introduce paragraphs. 
School -------
Subject _________ _ 
Years Taught -----------
Teacher's Self-Report: Criteria for Writing Evaluation 
Directions: Listed below are possible criteria used by teachers to evaluate the 
quality of and assign grades to written assignments. Rank each 
criterion according to how important it is in helping you assign a 
grade to a student's writing. The most important basis for your grade 
should receive a rank of 1; the ·leasr-lmportant should receive a rank 
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Student's handwriting is legible; paper contains no 
cross-outs or messy erasures. 
Student correctly uses punctuation~ capitalization, in-
dentation. 
Student spells words correctly. 
Student writes in complete sentences; doesn't use run-on 
sentences or fragments. 
Student correctly uses plural and tense endings; mai ntains 
subject-verb number _agreement and pronoun-referent numbe r-
agreement. 
Student increases sentence length by adding adjectives, 
adverbs or prepositional phrases to simple sentences. 
Student writes complex sentences by adding dependent 
clauses to simple sentences. 
Student uses topic sentences summarizing main ideas to 
introduce paragraphs. 
Student organizes paragraphs into a logical or chronological 
flow of ideas. 
Student follows directions of the assignments. 
Student uses good variety and selects vocabulary which is 
appropriate to his/her grade level. 
Student uses details which are appropriate to the topic and 
which support summary statements. 
Student draws generalizations from specifics or develops 
specific examples to illustrate generalizations. 
Student uses original or creative ideas. 
